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SUNDAY SCHOOL NOMENCLATURE

REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON NAMES AND AGE LIMITS OF
DEPARTMENTS IN SUNDAY SCHOOLS

At a meeting of the Religious Education Association held in
New Haven in March, 1914, a committee was appointed to study the
problem in grading in Sunday schools. The members of that com-
mittee are Prof. Charles F. Kent, of Yale University, Prof. Theo-
dore G. Soares, of the University of Chicago, Rev. Franklin Mc-
Elf resh, Teacher-Training Superintendent of the International Sun-
day School Association, Rev. Carlton P. Mills, Educational Secre-
tary of the Diocese of Massachusetts, and Rev. William I. Law-
rance, Secretary of the Department of Religious Education, of the
American Unitarian Association, Chairman.

The task assigned this committee at the start was the compara-
tively simple one of studying the naming of the various departments
into which Sunday schools are usually divided, trying to find some
nomenclature that might be generally adopted. This problem opened
out at once into the more difficult and important one of setting age
limits to the various grades. In pursuit of this end a questionnaire
was prepared for the purpose of securing the views of leading edu-
cators. This questionnaire was sent to 71 persons. Of these 31
replied. Among those replying were 16 college professors and
superintendents of schools in the field of secular education, 7 pro-
fessors in theological schools, and 8 denominational directors in
Sunday school work. We also secured and tabulated the graded
schemes adopted by the International Sunday School Association
and by the two general publishing houses whose books seem to be
most widely used in schools of various denominations, the Scrib-
ner's series and those issued by the University of Chicago.

The matter in hand is of so great importance and difficulty that
we have not felt ourselves in a position to recommend as our own
any scheme either of naming or of defining by age boundaries the
departments into which schools should be divided. We content our-
selves with presenting to this assembly the results of our inquiries,
leaving others to judge of their worth. We believe that the matter
is of importance and should be studied further. We offer as a
contribution to that further study some tables giving the results
cf our inquiry.

The first table sets forth the vote secured by the question-
naire on names of departments. Under each name first and second
choices are given, with the number of votes for each. To the right
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SUNDAY SCHOOL NOMENCLATURE 187

of each of these, in brackets, are three numbers, the first indicating
how many who thus voted are professors or superintendents dealing
with general education, (G. E . ) , the second standing for professors,
whose specialty is religious education, (R. E . ) , and the third, de-
nominational directors Sunday schools, (s. s.)-

The tabulated votes on names of departments is as follows:

CHART I

The Vote on Names of Groups

Group Name Vote Positions of Voters
G. E. R. E. s. s.

I Beginners 27 (12 , 9, 6 )
Kindergarten 6 (- 3, 3, o )

H Primary 23 (15 , 3, 7 )
Elementary , 4 ( 1, 3, o )

III Junior 17 ( 8, 3, 6 )
Intermediate 7 ( 5, 1, 1 )

IV Intermediate 17 ( 9, 2, 6 )
Junior 5 ( 4, o, 1 )

V Senior 20 (12, 2, 6 )
High School 3 ( 1, 1, 1 )

VI Advanced 17 ( io, 2, 5 )
Graduate 5 ( 1, 3, 1 )

The replies received to our inquiries as to age limit for the
different departments were very varied. This was due in part to a de-
sire strongly felt by some to preserve sizable groups for the better
conduct of worship, a consideration of especial importance to small
schools. Social reasons also entered, especially the desire to keep
pupils together who are likely to attend the same primary, grammar
or high school on week days. At certain division points, sharp
differences of judgment as to psychological or mental development
have been apparent. In the following summary, as in the former,
only two choices are tabulated: those receiving the most votes. As
the questions involved are largely technical, special value may attach
to the position of the voters in the educational world, indicated here
as in the former table.

A glance at these tables shows a remarkable unanimity of judg-
ment in the two matters under consideration, the names and the age
limits of the departmental division of the Sunday school. How far
this unanimity is due to the fact that the replies were written upon
blanks on which precisely these limits and names were already print-
ed as a suggestion, it would be impossible to say. Each voter would,
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188 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

of course, feel a certain prompting to endorse the scheme as sug-
gested. That would obviously be the easiest way to answer our
inquiry. But the character of those who have thus co-operated
with us, the seriousness of the problem with which we asked them to
deal, and the evident pains taken with the replies, must be our assur-
ance that the votes sent in represent their deliberate judgment. We
believe, therefore, that the result of our inquiries deserves careful
consideration.

CHART 2

The Vote Age Limits of Groups

Groups and Age Limits Votes Positions of Voters
G. E. K. E. S. S.

I 3to s 3° (15. 6 . 9 )
4to 6 1 ( o, o, 1 )

II 6to 8 24 (12, 3, 9 )
6tOI2 3 ( I, 2, O)

in pton 24 f 12, s, 7)
8 to 11 2 ( 1, o, 1 )

IV 12 to 14 22 f 12, 4, 6)
I4toi7 3 ( 1, 2, o)

V is to 17 20 f 10, 4, 6)
16 to 19 2 ( 2, o, o )

VI i8to2i 17 (11, 4, 5 )
19*021 4 ( 2, if 1 )

Eliminating second choices, the grading preferred by those who
replied to our questionnaire in both titles and age-limits of depart-
ments, is shown in the following table.

CHART 3

Proposed Grading for Sunday Schools

Group Name Age Limits
I Beginners 3 to 5

II Primary 6 to 8
HI Junior 9 to 11
IV Intermediate 12 to 14
V Senior is to 17

VI Advanced 18 to 21

The views so far tabulated are those of individuals, whose
opinions are of value because of their prominence in the educational
world. With these it seems worth while to compare the customs
of Sunday schools throughout the country. To collect from all
schools, or even from all denominational headquarters, statistics on
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SUNDAY SCHOOL NOMENCLATURE 189

this point seemed unnecessarily laborious. The easier method has,
therefore, been followed: that of taking the outline given by the
International Sunday School Association, and those of two leading
independent publishing houses: Scribner's and the University of
Chicago Press. In no other way, it would seem, could the usages
of large numbers of schools be so satisfactorily gathered. The re-
sult of this comparison is shown in the following table.

CHART 4

Comparisons of Systems

Age

3
4
5
6

8
9

10
11

12
1^

14
IS
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

Questionnaire

Beginners

Primary

Junior

Intermediate

Senior

Advanced

International

Beginners

Primary

Junior

Intermediate

Senior

Scribner's

Beginners

Primary

Junior

Intermediate

Senior

Adult

Univ. of Chicago

Kindergarten

Elementary

Elementary

Secondary Series
for H. S. age

Adult

Placing the summarized results of our questionnaire in com-
parison with these three schemes, we observe certain similarities and
differences that are suggestive. In the matter of names there is
remarkable unanimity, the first three on the chart being almost
identical. The nomenclature of the Scribner series may be supposed
to be taken over bodily from that of the International Association,
while the custom thus so largely adopted may be believed to have in-
fluenced those who replied to our questionnaire. The names used
by the University of Chicago series are whollly different, save that
in the highest grade they use the word used by the Scribner course.

When we turn from names to age limits other interesting points
appear. All four systems agree that the first group should end with
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190 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

the end of the fifth year, and the second group at the end of the
eighth. From this point differences appear. The third period should
end, according to the questionnaire, with eleven, in the International
and in Scribner's it is ended with twelve, and in the Chicago course
with thirteen. Here is evidently room for debate, and need of ad-
ditional light.

The Intermediate group has a name for which almost everyone
apologizes, and which is of indeterminate limits. The same differ-
ences with regard to limits are found in the next department, called
in the first three groups the Senior. Comparisons here are difficult,
perhaps unprofitable.

There is just here, however, a question involved that deserves
careful consideration. Our study of names and age-limits all at
once opens out into another problem, that of the relation of our
Sunday schools to the church, and of our pupils to the avowed
Christian life. How can we arrange age-groups and names of de-
partments so that they shall serve to promote the interrelation of
school and church and to lead most naturally to church membership ?

It would appear that some break in the Sunday school group-
system might appropriately occur at a point approximately near the
time when the great religious climax comes most naturally to young
people. Such a break occurs in our questionnaire report wherein
the senior department ends at seventeen, and in the systems of the
International Association and the Scribner's series when the Inter-
mediate department ends at sixteen. In the Chicago series, also, we
see such a division at seventeen. But it may be seriously questioned
whether the expression "Secondary Series" is sufficiently suggestive,
and whether the word "Intermediate" is quite worthy as a name for
the crowning period of Sunday school endeavor. The word
"Senior" is, on the other hand, associated with the completion of a
course—with graduation. It may be well to ask, therefore, whether
it would not be well to name this climax-period "Senior."

Following the method suggested by our report, pupils would
round out their preparatory course of Sunday school instruction
with a three years' membership in a Senior Department. A formal
exercise of graduation might then appropriately be held, the crown-
ing feature of which would be the ceremony of admission to the
church. It is not supposed that the pupils' relation to the school
would then cease, nor has experience shown that graduation exer-
cises tend to bring the young people's connection with the Sunday
school to a close. But the step here suggested—formal graduation
in which church admission is an essential feature;—does most cer-
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SUNDAY SCHOOL NOMENCLATURE 191

tainly place the pupils in a new attitude toward the school. Hence-
forth they are no longer mere pupils; they are co-workers, fellow-
citizens, burden-bearers, members of the commonwealth of disciples
of the Word and laborers in the vineyard. Let them, therefore,
enter a distinct department of the school, which, as our report sug-
gests, might well be called "Advanced." There may be a better
name for this post-graduate department, but the word "Senior" so
largely used for this period, being a familiar undergraduate term,
seems to be a less worthy designation.

It will be observed that in the tables given in this report pupils
have been grouped wholly according to their ages. The familiar
term "grades" has not been used. There arises, however, the ques-
tion whether it may be well to use the grade numbers in addition to
or perhaps instead of the pupils' ages. Most Sunday schools and
publication boards seem to follow the custom of the public schools,
calling the group aged about six Grade /, those a year older Grade
/ / , and so on to—and ending with—Grade XII, which includes
pupils of about the usual age of graduation from the high school.
This use of the term "grade" has the disadvantage of introducing a
second and an arbitrary name for each class-group. It has, how-
ever, the advantage of giving a certain elasticity to each group, mak-
ing it easier to bring together for instruction pupils of varying age
but of like development. Your committee has not discussed this
phase of the problem but suggests it for further consideration.

Our great problem, lying back of this study we have been
making, as it lies back of much of our work in religious education,
is to frame a scheme that will take children of tender years, fit in-
struction to growing needs and capacities, promote them from grade
to grade at normal transition points, and graduate them into the
church and into active Christian lives. As an attempt looking in
that direction, this report is respectfully submitted.

FOR THE COMMITTEE.
WILLIAM I. LAWRANCE, Chairman.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
H

ud
de

rs
fi

el
d]

 a
t 1

0:
02

 0
8 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 


